The God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob

C

an we count on God to never change? Will
he be consistent across generations?

The Old Testament reference to “the God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (Ex 3:6) lends
support to such a hope. It seems that Abram/Abraham
responded to God’s promise to make of him a great nation
and to provide a new land for him and that nation. (Gen
12:1-4). How did that work for the second and third
generations?
The Bible records a fair amount regarding Abraham.
The constant pressure point seemed to be the lack of the
promised son. Abraham took things into his own hands
and fathered Ismael. By the time Sarah gave birth, God
named him “Laughter” (Isaac). Apparently the joke was
on Abraham and Sarah. The call Abraham received to go
sacrifice his one and only son has no other parallel, except
for God sacrificing his one and only Son. Abraham’s faith
grew in spite of setbacks and failures, such as lying about
his relationship to his wife (say “sister”) to area leaders
(twice) after relocating during famines.
We know much less about Isaac. He submitted to
his father on Mount Moriah, and copied his father’s way
when it came to lying about his wife (say “sister” again).
While his wife also suffered from being childless, the
wait didn’t seem as long. With twins, the “great nation”
doubled in size compared to Sarah giving birth to just
one. But twins carried their own set of challenges. Isaac
favored the elder while Rebekah chose the younger son.
Surely the family dynamics couldn’t be considered ideal
or admirable! Despite God’s announcement at their birth
that the older would serve the younger, Isaac chose to
give the birthright blessing to Esau rather than to Jacob.
Deception and lying stand out as common character
flaws in these “people of the covenant.”

We know more about Jacob than about Isaac.
When running for his life from Esau, Jacob received
the favorable dream of the ladder with angels moving
between heaven and earth, connecting Jacob to God. In
his dream, Jacob heard God say, “I am the LORD, the
God of your grandfather Abraham and the God of your
father Isaac” (Gen 28:13 NLT). When he awoke, Jacob
said in amazement, “Surely the LORD is in this place,
and I wasn’t even aware of it” (Gen 28:16 NLT). Jacob
offered God a deal for a covenant, something neither Isaac
nor Abraham had been brash enough to suggest. Jacob
promised a tithe, something his grandfather had done.
The nation seemed to grow exponentially with Jacob,
although his wife of choice remained barren for years.
Jacob’s first son dishonored Jacob’s marriage bed. Sons
two and three massacred all the men in the town where
Shechem lived, then led their brothers in plundering what
remained. Jacob’s fourth son orchestrated the selling of
Joseph into slavery. You wouldn’t see Jacob’s clan on a
poster for family ministry! Yet Jacob wrestled with God
all night and clung to him for a blessing. God changed his
name, just like he had done with Abram. Jacob favored
Joseph, to everyone’s detriment. He periodically erected
altars to worship Yahweh, as Abraham had done.
How do the second and third generation relate to
the first?
What are we to make of the similarities and differences
of these three patriarchs and their God? Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob offer one problematic story after another. The
moments of goodness stand out compared to the more
consistent messiness of their lives. The God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob is the hero, not the patriarchs. They did
well to stick with the God who stuck with them! But
don’t candy-coat these early fathers of “faith.” When
troubled by poor choices and despicable actions your
children might make, remember the God who stuck with
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob!
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Can we count on God to never change? In one sense,
“Yes.” But in another sense, “No.” God consistently
stayed with his people—Yes! But notice how he changed
to meet the uniqueness of each situation.
Looking to Scripture, we read of God (Elohim) in
the very first verse of the Bible (Gen 1:1). Continuing in
the rest of Genesis, we discover names unique to specific
situations and needs. God called himself “El Shaddai”
– the Almighty God when he changed Abraham’s name
(Gen 17:1). Abraham labeled the place where he almost
sacrificed his son “Yahweh Yir’eh” – the LORD will
provide (Gen 22:14). Hagar found God to be “El-Roi”
– the God who sees me (Gen 16:13). Jacob named the
spot of his heavenly vision of a ladder connecting him
to heaven as “Bethel” – the house of God (Gen 28:19).
Following Esau’s kind reception on Jacob’s return to his
homeland, Jacob named the place “El-Elohe-Israel” – God,
the God of Israel (Gen 33:20). And when Jacob led his
family in recommitment at Bethel, he named the altar
“El-bethel” – the God of Bethel (Gen 35:7).
In the second book of the Bible, God appeared
to Moses as the “God of your ancestors—the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex
3:6). The interchange between God and Moses included
this same label three times in the chapter (Ex 3:6, 15,
16). But this didn’t seem to be enough for Moses. So
God revealed his name as “I am that I am” and also as
“Yahweh” – LORD (Ex 3:14, 15).
Other names for God abound in the Old Testament.
For example, right after Elijah went to heaven in a fiery
chariot, Elisha struck the Jordan River with Elijah’s
cloak and asked, “Where is Yahweh, the God of Elijah?”
(2 Kings 2:14). The Aramean generals assumed that
Yahweh was the god of the hills, but not the plains (1
Kings 20:23). But Yahweh provided a miraculous victory
to demonstrate that he was Yahweh and Lord of all. The
challenge when the people felt drawn by many gods was
to place all of their worship into the one basket named
“Yahweh.” The first commandment calls for such focused
commitment (Ex 20:2-3).
A consistent pattern emerges. God changes, and
changes dramatically, to meet the need for a given
situation. Just as a chef has a variety of knives and not
just one, so God has many options at his disposal. What
changes is how, when, where, and why God acts. What
stays constant is that God is always there. But don’t
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make predictions on the exact manner or time God will
operate. Expect the unexpected!
The New Testament begins with a new name for
God. The “Son of Abraham” and “Son of David” receives
the name “Jesus (Joshua – the LORD saves) because he
will save his people from their sins” (Mt 1:21 NLT).
This Jewish target audience received quite a different
presentation compared to the “God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob.” The Gospel of John begins with the Greek
cultural label of “the Word” and then claims, “the
Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14
NRSV). A more recent rendering of the verse reads,
“The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the
neighborhood” (John 1:14 MSG).
Changes like this can threaten some who cling to
categorical statements like, “I am the LORD, I change
not (Mal 3:6 KJV) as well as the New Testament version,
“Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever”
(Heb 13:8 NKJV). “God never changes!" people insist.
Indeed! But our understanding of God does change.
This remains true for individuals who mature as well as
for groups of people over time

For Individuals
The young child who grows up hearing Bible stories
from parents develops a young theology regarding
God. This could be supplemented with Sabbath School
teachers, My Bible Friends, Uncle Arthur’s The Bible Story,
Vegetales, and even hearing stories from missionaries.
The vivid imagination, gullibility, and inaccurate thinking
of young children can lead them to easily accept or
deny God based on the input they receive from trusted
authority figures (Case, 1996).
But that gets shed as the child matures to concrete
thinking. Now “what is real” depends on what a person
has experienced. Bible stories become ancient legends
in need of a fresh experience. Few will verbalize this,
but their brains no longer believe childish stories of the
supernatural. They think like Gideon when called to lead
Israel, “Where are all the miracles our ancestors told us
about?” (Judg 6:13 NLT).
By adolescence, they have the opportunity to
choose God for themselves, through a process of faith
development. As God becomes personal, they place
increased trust in him. If God isn’t personal, he will
remain a detached entity. Without a personal God,
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church activity means little more than “going through the
motions” or just another chance to socialize with friends.
When God is personal, church becomes communal
fellowship and worship of the living Trinity

For Groups
In Bible times, God’s people went into slavery in
Egypt. After 400 years of slavery (not much written about
this time span in scripture), their exodus became a story
for the ages. How could one not trust God after that?
Well, they continued to fail test after test. Eventually
they made it into the Promised Land of Canaan. But
the rest of the Old Testament recounts generational ups
and downs rather than a steady improvement or growth
in faith. Pick a judge, a prophet, or a king. How did
God’s people and their understanding of Him fare during
their lifetimes?
The New Testament begins with God’s people
occupied by the Romans and yet claiming to have
never been in captivity (John 8:32). Evidently they had
forgotten about both Egypt and Babylon and lived in
denial of Roman occupation. Their understanding of
God led them to murder Jesus, and then to get him off the
cross so they wouldn’t break the Sabbath (John 19:31-33).
The early church experienced astounding miracles,
yet faced tremendous conflict regarding whether or not
new Christians should go through Jewish rituals as the
pathway to following Jesus (Acts 11:1-18; 15:1-31; Gal
2:1-10; 3:1-7). When the early church grew weary of

Christ’s apparent delay in his “soon return,” God (through John)
gave them a fresh revelation of Jesus Christ. In it, we see God’s
people with specialized messages given to each church (Rev 2-3).
Once again, Jesus appeared with personalized instruction and
promises to those who overcome.
The early Seventh-day Adventist Church went through
major changes in its beliefs. Start with the anticipated Second
Coming of Christ on October 22, 1844. When that didn’t
happen, they moved to a “shut door theory,” surmising that any
who hadn’t been part of their misunderstanding wouldn’t go to
heaven when Christ finally did come. Eventually that ended,
much like Gentiles being barred from the early church. Another
new development for the Adventists following 1844 was the
discovery of the Sabbath from the Seventh-day Baptists. Later,
acceptance of the Trinity replaced Arianism. Healthful living and
educational systems followed. More recently, members voted a
new doctrine (2005). Currently the theology of ordination is
under study (again). With the growth in the church in the third
world, change surely will continue.
We can’t say individuals or groups always get better and
better, forever improving. That sounds more like heaven. But
we can know with confidence that the God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob constantly changes to meet every person in every
situation. Identify with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but keep
your focus on God!
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